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Ruin 

Come  one  day  to  doors  the  dune  had  carried, 
We  left  our  girls  to  tend  that  lapse  of  house 
And  curved  back  with  the  push-ball  in  the  truck 
To  find  them  whispering,  in  the  dizzying  air 
By  stairs  that  led  up  nowhere  to  the  sky, 
How  just  had  fallen  to  pieces  at  a  touch 
The  newel-post:  was  this  dragon  country? 
Shyness  was  in  the  air,  the  feel  of  treasure, 

And  someone  said  we  should  go  back  for  spades; 
But  drawing  a  line  across  that  dragon's  back, 
We  roughed  and  scuffed  those  coiling  wastes  till  noon 
Quickened  again  our  sense  of  gold  somewhere — 
The  cool  of  the  push-ball  shading  a  long  meal. 
For  though  our  leisure  soon  drew  from  the  sun's 
Immense  despotic  gesture  of  happiness 
An  intimation  that,  behind  the  dunes, 

Where  the  tracks  our  coming  made  were  already  gone 
Other  ventures  too  might  pass  as  well — 
Love-making  ran  only  a  bare  slip-hold 
Over  a  more  dazzling  silence  there. 
Surely  where  sunken  planks  and  toppled  pillars 
And  bed-posts  in  the  sand  like  shark-fins  made  it 
Nip  and  tuck  for  stairs  that  rode  the  sand, 
Wouldn't  plates  and  cups  have  lodged  so  deep 

The  pressing  dark  by  now  had  turned  them  gold — 
Right  underfoot,  perhaps,  and  easy  to  find? 
Shiftings  rising  through  our  legs  as  we  played 
Vanished,  shivers  of  cold,  in  the  heated  air. 
And  once  when  our  girls  got  up  from  the  glitter 
Of  combs  and  bottles  between  their  spraddled  legs, 
Sprang  up  breathless  slopes,  raced  down  again, 
And  lauded  ruin  with  their  darling  cries — 


As  if  a  laughter  stirred  in  giant  ripples 

Every  drift  shook  out  like  cockleshells 

The  small  scoured  curlycues  of  picture-frames. 

Old  hornet-nests,  though — that  was  all  we  found 

For  all  we  looked  where  violet  shadows  pointed 

Faintly  from  sticks  of  chairs  worn  thin  and  white 

Toward  cupboards  husked  and  pale  and  pored  with  noon. 

Though  every  smashed  thing  seemed  to  give  off  sparks 

Inside  its  spreading  whiteness  on  the  wind, 
And,  hotter  than  sky's  own,  we  sent  our  ball 
Plunging  from  crests  to  find  for  us  what  we — 
Flying  before  its  crush — struck  safe  to  pieces 
Or  stalked  for  ours  through  barely-wriggled  broom, 
Before  we  knew  those  slips  and  slides  were  gone 
That  trickled  like  gold  upward  through  our  strength. 
Hard  as  we  played  against  that  regardlessness — 

And  even  after,  hearing  their  far-off  songs, 
We  got  the  girls  to  join  us  in  likely  spots 
Where  treachery  hid  everywhere  under  the  sedge 
And,  teamed  against  them,  pushed  around  some  more 
Until,  examining  their  legs,  they  quit — 
That  desolation  sported  but  as  we  sported 
And  when  we  stopped  stopped  its  playing  too. 
Still,  no  one  would  have  called  our  hopes  a  dream 

When,  hoisting  the  ball  in  the  pick-up,  we  collapsed 

Only  to  talk  the  more  of,  some  day,  digging 

And,  really,  to  gather  breath  for  a  new  try. 

For  suddenly  striking  away  we  ran  in  circles 

Through  still  more  neighborhoods  of  aching  guile 

Where  cupolas  burned  and  lilted  as  if  to  flee. 

But  whether  we  leaped  and  shouted — or  staggered  dazed — 

Before  we  streamed  again  down  golden  depths, 

Not  one  blazing  bank  that  bore  our  sport 
Answered  the  toil  and  spoil  we  had  in  mind. 


Even  in  gullies  whose  infectious  aura 

Of  quivering  invitation  made  us  sweat, 

Ruin  was  vain  by  then  and  not  surprised — 

Almost  as  vain  as  we  were  in  our  cunning 

That  seemed  only  to  near  the  heart  of  day. 

Then  one  of  them  said — when  we  came  back  where  the  girls 

Like  amulets  fallen  from  a  topaz  noon 

Drowsed  in  the  ruddy  light,  their  heads  thrown  back, 

Before  they  waked  and  flung  themselves  upon  us 

And  down  we  dropped  once  more  in  a  sard  heap — 

"Look,  there's  the  dragon  now,"  and  pointed  where 

A  stretch  of  sky,  scaled  with  stars,  fondly 

Lowered  to  us  a  sleepless  golden  eye. 

And  just  like  that — we  knew  we  weren't  overwhelmed 

Half  enough  ever  to  come  there  again. 

Whatever  dread  might  reach  for  us  the  full 

One  pits  his  strength  against  to  be  devoured  by 

Would  hardly  happen  in  those  sandpiles.  True, 

Our  hearts  were  more  than  filled  with  love  and  pleasure 

So  sweet  to  play  were  the  darting  scary  games 

Our  girls  invented  in  vales  of  floating  dusk. 

But  since  the  dragon  that  neared  as  we  stood  ready 

Either  to  make  or  break  till  we  scattered  laughing 
Or  rolled,  delirious,  where  our  feet  were  buried 
Was  none  we  had  to  slay  or  be  afraid  of, 
Even  those  riches  chilled  to  the  mere  fun 
(Though  we  might  never  have  such  gold  again) 
Of  wandering  windrows  where  anything  may  emerge, 
But  nothing  quite  comes  to  pass — in  the  fabulous  way 
As  big  a  ball  as  the  world  goes  smashing  by. 


A  Return  from  the  Wars 

For  C.  P.  B. 

A  courthouse  in  the  center  of  the  town 
On  summer  evenings  pivots  every  car 
From  corn  on  either  side  across  to  corn 
And  back  again  though  all  the  tapsters  call. 

A  balmy  dusk  of  gently-riding  lights 

That  dip  at  Dairy  Queens 

And  still  maintain  a  regular  serpentine 

Around  the  Square  and  around  again,  each  night's 

A  wreath  for  the  unknown 

And  makes  me  glad  to  come  back  here  and  live. 

Unhaunted  be  my  mind 

By  all  that  in  good  conscience  I  forgive 

In  calling  now  the  vicious  circle  kind: 

111  save  my  laughter  for  the  grave — 

And  drive  on  summer  evenings  in  my  car 
Around  the  courthouse  of  the  living  town. 


The  Force  of  Cassowaries 

Between  pushes  and  pokes 
May  I  report  a  captive  cassowary? 
His  uncommunicative  hunch 
Retracts  person,  place. 

In  the  middle  of  circus 

He  pays  no  attention — 

A  fell  of  dark  feathers  kept  up 

By  relentless  legs. 

Yet  gloomy  as  he  is — 
Perched  upon  one's  bed 
He  would  not  much  dismay 
Because  of  this  curious  low  pitch. 

To  mend  a  damaged  lawn  with  him 
Would  have  academic  charm, 
But  he  looks  almost  at  home 
As  if  to  the  full  mind 
Hubbub  became  correct. 

Crouching  by  the  water-pan 
He  never  changes  position. 
There  have  to  be  wars. 
Now  I  will  take  my  seat. 
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Les  Pommettes 

Sic  transit — 

Hushed  are  station 

Platforms 

When,  with  one  blow,  blouses 

Mute  the  forty  motions 

Of  summer's  gong  and  glare: 

The  little  droll  mock 
Silk-waists  give  back  the  sun 
Leaves  their  own  glamour,  too, 
Snubbed  a  shiver  shy 
Of  being  winter's  boon — 

Even  where  shadows  mum-show 
Such  redskin  princesses 
The  sun  could  well  protest 
Cymbals  of  the  north 
In  tea-rose  underslips. 

Yet  sadder  is  that  I  hear 
How  suasively  the  lake 
Still  plies  its  gold  commands 
When  louder  laces  pleat 
Abandonment: 

For  I  must  say,  "Poor  fish — 
Have  you  come  to  mean  nothing? 
Sink,  sink  from  singing 
This  infernal  rustling — 
That  loves  you  not  a  sigh!" 


Indifferent  Spring 

Careless  beside  the  sea-reaches  these  long-weeded  pools 
Of  leafless  flatland  spread  now  their  snrplicing  waves. 
The  legs  of  the  heron  are  lost  in  the  glitter  and  pulse 
And  fast  eats  the  turtle;  but  the  old  diligent  wives 
Stroke  on — stroke  out  eggs  by  the  acre — and  always 
Roadsters  of  boys  with  oboe  horns  hooting  a  tocsin 
Rim  the  swamp  silence,  their  crude  marginalias 
Touting  a  spring  that  merely  settles  and  thickens. 

Pro-rating  the  world  by  their  frenzy  of  being  alive, 
They  come  to  the  seed  of  the  frog  to  laugh  and  talk  sex, 
But  even  their  insights  arrive  at  the  smallness  of  love. 
Cold  to  their  meddling  hands  some  deliberate  coccyx 
Continuing,  tupped  by  a  toad,  to  abort  in  peace, 
The  sound  of  their  uptake  fades  like  far  pooh-poohs. 


The  Boys  at  Ball  on  Easter  Eve 

The  best  we  get  may  be  their  obscure  harvest 

Lazing  long  sinkers  through 

With  all  the  nimble  mania  of  myth 

Too  young  for  fire  and  dove. 

For  listening  to  their  cries  that  kid  our  psalms, 
We  love  the  spring  they  snaffle  from  late  sun 
With  only  a  shabby  thunder  of  stance  for  sign 
Winter  lacks  hold. 

Not  that  they  know,  or  lay  up  that  hoop  again 
Easy  and  swift  and  steep  as  if  they  knew 
Blindly  the  other  blindness  of  our  prayers — 
And  played  back  to  the  jugular  the  virtue 
We  slack  and  gospel. 

Yet  surely  our  love  has  been  held  in  too  long 
Weeping  poker-faced  for  the  mundane 
If  now  like  stones  set  grievously  in  place 
We  whirl  a-gape — to  see  these  flightiest 
Ascend  their  joyful  scarlet  of  gone  breath 

Past  all  we  sham  (and  on  a  street  too  dim 
By  now  for  even  one  triumphant  roll) 
Each  time  they  fall,  rushed  faces,  up  shots 
Aslant  the  net,  and  fail  again,  dark-drumming, 
Toward  Him  Whose  wear  of  flesh  is  constant  easter. 
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A  Memory  of  the  Depression — 
In  Memory  of  Pfc.  R.  N. 

I  loved  when  I  was  young  the  outlandish  air 
Of  berry  patches  where  men  strayed,  half-wild, 
And  wintered  too;  not  that  they  ate  or  smiled 
Like  princes  ever  to  my  desperate  stare, 
Nor  that  the  tattered  coats  they  used  to  wear 
Gleamed  in  the  seams;  but  dreaming  of  kings  exiled 
I  watched  through  nights  of  god-fall  as  a  child 
The  red  spot  on  the  mist,  and  longed  to  be  there. 

Rudy,  your  death  at  Salerno  strains  my  eyes 

As  if  I  watched  again  for  fires  gone  out; 

And  moving  toward  you  brings  me,  slowly  wise, 

Back  to  blizzard-whipped  and  frozen  hills — 

Where  dead  men  round  the  ashes  of  my  first  doubt 

Mock  the  wars  we  light  to  warm  our  wills. 


11 


Two  Songs  About  the  Soul 


In  her  presence  all  the  dying 
Unproficient  roses  trying 
To  let  literal  petals  float, 
Wave  by  wave,  are  freshly  blown: 
She  knows  she  can  never  drown. 

Then  what  inconceivable  secret 
At  the  point  of  her  slipper  seeping 
Holds  her  every  moment  sea-girt 
Though  she  has  no  weeping? 
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All  the  red  and  yellow  surf 
Of  the  quick  decoding  earth 
Breaks  before  her  into  fluent 
Kindnesses  of  green  and  brown: 
She  is  more  cast  up  than  down. 

Then  what  sorrow  has  she  heard 
Where  pain  is  less  than  pointless 
That  she  will  turn  at  any  word 
With  such  mysterious  politeness? 
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Belling  the  Moon 

Granting  our  clay-bank's  shack-like  glow 
Under  this  night's  great  outflow — 

Still  the  moon  on  its  circle  can  turn 
And  never  having  to  yearn 

Extends  to  our  jimson  weeds 
A  color  that  has  no  needs, 

And  as  for  peculiarly  staking  us 
To  either  miles  of  phosphorus 

Or  the  width  of  a  ditch — 
What  moon  cares  which? 

Indifference  only  is  shone 
As  ought  to  be  roped,  thrown, 

And  bulldozed  by  the  one  care 

Of  all  the  other — good,  bad,  or  fair — 

Saturday  nights  I  hold 
Against  that  loop-wise  cold 

With  this  half-turn  that  pulls  tight 
Our  whole  range  of  delight. 

For  without  any  ringing  to  hear 
Nor  any  color  to  fear 

And  no  matter  how  your  eyes 
Still  queerly  out-circle  my  tries 

And  though  you  shake — your  face 
Bells  the  moon  to  grace. 
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6 'No  Storms  Trouble  This 
Part  of  the  Key'9 

Sometimes  with  nothing  to  do  but  to  give  ear 
And  keep  a  pity  for  her  tossing  arms 
As  she  goes  over  her  whole  day,  untireably 
Fuming,  fussing,  and  completely  shot 

— the  raging  color  of  sun- 
On-blind  beyond  our  knees  as  heavy  as  if, 
Shoes  off,  we  lay  on  pie-plates  in  an  oven — 

It  strikes  my  beat-up  listening 
that  what  she  says 

— whatever  she  seems  to  say 
( In  that  rush  and  wrack  of  hands  and  spank  of  feet — 
And,  really,  her  flamboyant  troubles  come  through 
That  way  more  gently  than  by  laughing  and  telling) 
Must  now  and  shall  be  heard — 

wants  in  the  main 
Only  to  blow  up  a  gale  till  her  rootless  palms 
Have  come  somewhere  to  rest  or  to  be  drowned 

— nor  ever  means  to  complain 
As  long  as  breaks  at  last  on  that  usual  stream 
(Which  neither  of  us  cares  about,  but  would  miss) 
The  waves  her  lighted  shores  alone  may  sound. 
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The  Vials 

Who  would  guess  she  wept  each  regnant  hour 
Now  that  vials  in  a  reach  of  sun 
Crazily  dismiss  each  gold  tick-tock 
And  gather  up  a  dozen  spears  of  light 

To  such  a  gleam  of  ancient  hardihood? 
Not  he  who  comes  in  scarcely  to  remark 
A  row  of  bottles,  stops,  and  fully  stares 
Amazed  at  the  cool  grit  of  all  those  oils. 

Friendly  enough  for  snake-eyes,  nearly  a  smile, 
How  steadily  they  invite  a  slow  approach: 
Yet  when  he  goes  up,  touching,  as  if  to  choose 
Which  is  the  Chimera  that  bares  and  keeps, 

Of  those  come-at-able  glows,  the  comeliest — 
All  swiftly  die.  While  she  as  softly  laughs, 
Whether  or  not  she  turns,  at  the  way  he  stands 
And  studies  that  open  secret  against  his  will. 
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II 


Hymn  to  Reductive  Thought 

"• — the  odd  duality  in  some  men  of  science 
of  professional  atheism/ personal  faith." 

There's 
No  ever-after  fallen  at  His  nameless  feet, 
But  when  I  pick  it  up  and  see 
If  only  the  fountain  running  in  the  breeze, 

Tense  and  pretense  together  (though  the  ligne  donnSe 
Swings  in  my  art  but  the  shadow  of  a  heart) 

Still  unmask 
A  brillianter  kind  of  vanishing-point 
than  zero. 

And  to  think  I  did  know, 
Knew  all  the  time,  behind  my  back — 
And  though  nowadays  the  aqueduct  if  it's  thirsty 
can  move  right  over  to  April — 

Unending,  unforetold, 
It's  largely  for  silences  the  birds  sing 
So  clinched  up,  so  corrected  to  small  ends. 
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Rainfall  on  The  Puritans 

But  how  can  one — in  all  sympathy — give  them  voice? 
Even  with  rain  on  them  if  I  say  in  pity 
Such  fixed  obeisance  seems  innocently  wrong 
Demeans  for  them  some  cold  comfort:  the  proudest, 
Though  unlessened,  is  humbled  and  turns  away. 

Nor  will  the  converse  help.  Why  say  that  hidden 
Deep  in  their  blind  premise  a  nameless  core 
Suffers  beyond  the  reach  of  heaven  itself 
When  often  even  I  pass  my  arms  through  granite 
So  quickly  washes  away  most  sulking?  But  these 

Gaunt  shapes  at  the  edge  of  town  ever  shadow 
Their  faces.  ...  A  brakeman  as  intense  may  leap 
Forward,  streaming  lanterns  show  his  care 
Doubled  in  duty,  yet  his  dark-sluiced  patience 
Still  seem  the  less  grievously  rained  on. 

(Nor  will  they  sound  as  a  train's  cry,  nor  as  if 
Racketed  from  torn  sleep  a  few  hard-pinched 
Dozens  of  cars:  arms  plunged  in  to  the  shoulders, 
I  wait — locked  in  my  wonder — where  pilgrim  silence 
Baldly  wears  through  another  day  in  the  stocks.) 
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Family  Life 

The  house  is  timeless  with  its  care  of  sick. 
Closing  a  window  against  this  andantino 
Of  spring  rain  foretells  the  fate  of  summer, 
Our  quiet  ways  must  reckon  such  a  threat 
In  any  grace  beyond  the  scope  of  sorrow. 
Hopes  for  a  new  year  in  sun-spun  old  rooms 

Lapse  in  the  fluttered  curtains  of  dark  rooms 
Where  wearily  sink  back  the  rested  sick, 
Thankful  to  be  restored  again  to  sorrow — 
The  solstice  of  their  solace  the  andantino 
Of  walls  resuming  gently  a  dull  threat 
Rather  than  any  rainbow  rallying  summer. 

What  innocence — even  to  think  of  summer! 
Listening  as  the  light  lifts  in  these  rooms 
To  birds  transported  by  the  end  of  threat, 
What  summer  may  I  feel? — knowing  the  sick 
Would  rather  heed  the  tinkling  andantino 
I  carry  up  the  back-stairways  of  sorrow? 

Yet  in  some  realm  one  comes  to  above  sorrow, 
Although  I  know  no  summer  but  the  summer 
Landscape  turned  to  flick  and  andantino 
As  mirrors  tesselate  the  shade-drawn  rooms, 
My  footsteps,  like  the  heartbeats  of  the  sick, 
Seem  to  lose  all  sense  of  personal  threat; 

But  not  from  the  surmounting  of  any  threat — 
Rather,  in  the  light  of  unalterable  sorrow, 
When  even  the  tranquil  best  days  of  the  sick 
Still  are  days  that  overcloud  the  summer, 
The  dimmest  allowance  one  bows  to  needful  rooms 
Lends  to  hands  a  brightening  andantino. 
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Poor  birds! — although  your  passing  andantino 
Remotely  charms  us  from  our  tedium's  threat 
As  if  we  would  forsake  these  claims,  these  rooms, 
Your  song  falls  short  of  human  joy  and  sorrow — 
And  that  staid  bird  that  mutely  sings  a  summer 
Throughout  the  year  assenting  to  the  sick. 

House,  though  andantino  years  may  sorrow, 
Tender  aches  are  not  a  threat  to  summer — 
Meaning  in  rooms  can  heal  both  well  and  sick. 


22 


Five  Songs  for  an  Invalid  Farmer 


Bring  his  waving  hands — 
Oh,  bring  him  in  a  chair 
Who  long  did  little  else 
Than  go  to  field  and  brown 
And  bring  away  the  corn. 

For  while  we  turn  the  land, 
Hell  turn  the  orchard  air 
And  wave  us  miracles 
Of  grief  upon  grief  grown 
To  sweetness  in  the  thorn. 


Gathered  around  him  in  a  ring 
And  watching  from  a  sunlit  daze 
How  his  blindness  lifts  and  looms 
And  blazingly  confounds  that  blaze, 
We  start  as  if  he  pierced  a  gloom 
That  kept  us  sightless  from  the  spring. 

Each  passion  of  white  petals  falling 

Dowers  our  witless  witnessing: 

Straight  at  the  hedge  the  hen  barrels  through, 

And  every  outburst  of  the  year, 

We  stare;  and,  wry  with  silence,  share 

His  empty  sing-song  as  of  praise. 

And  when  we  lace  his  string  of  spools 

Through  and  through  with  sprigs  of  plum — 

Before  we  geniuses  or  fools 

Have  done  with  his  pitch  of  doom, 

Around  us,  in  the  dazzling  shade, 

Our  darkest  woes  like  roses  bloom. 
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May  wrens  among  these  rusted  spokes 

Not  chide  and  chirr 

A  whit 

Too  hot  and  keen? 

Though  grass 

Bewitches  every  wheel, 

At  last 

The  years  turn  slowly  clean. 

And  when  he  woke  and  stumbled, 

Falling  on  an  arm 

Up  a  ditch  and  down  again, 

Sun-struck 

And  foreign-tongued, 

Did  we,  too,  fall  upon  harm 

Who  wept  for  Sorrow's  Farm? 

For  now  that  years  have  grown 

Past  listlessness 

And  restlessness 

And  patience  with  the  hoe, 

Still  sweeter  prank  the  plum's 

White  blossoms 

Upon  umber  spars 

When  brought  to  Summer's  Own. 
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Our  toil  is  as  a  sleep 

Beside  his  day 

That  lies  awake  till  the  last  sympathy 

Of  stars  forgets  him. 

Freely  we  move  among  blunt  afternoons 
And  hide  nowhere  a  secret 
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Beyond  our  joy 

In  the  sweat  of  harvest. 

Yet  what  shall  we  tell  our  hands 

That  work  all  day  to  be  eased 

Of  a  stolen  peace? 

— Surely  to  no  blame  we  dream 
Of  a  sickle  lost 

In  the  depth  of  a  sleep  securely 
Resting  on  pointed  stubble. 

Yet  in  that  dream  we  say 

The  field  has  cut  itself 

For  the  suns  loft. 

Left  for  our  living 

Is  only  one  trembling  sheaf. 

Joy  troubles  our  hearts. 

If  easily  we  move, 

Steadily  we  move,  all-seeing, 

From  the  horizon  to  the  heart  of  being — 

Why  do  we  seem  asleep  in  the  burning  noon? 


Now  sun-rays  through  the  leaves  fall 

Almost  for  fain  brotherliness, 

But  answering  from  his  garden-place 

His  tacit  eyes  have  warmed  the  air 

Until  the  sun's  own  fol-de-rol 

Is  baubled  on  a  string  of  spools. 

O  wonder-work  that  shames  the  sun! 
His  eyes  move — and  the  years  move  on, 
Coloring  knick-knacks  in  his  lap 
Like  peaches  blushing  along  the  prop. 
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Flashing  fire,  the  wings  of  squabs 
Ignite  the  blue  above  the  lattice; 
But  terribly,  no  less  ecstatic, 
Shines  his  beard  and  spittle,  too: 
A  flame — where  yea-forsooths  abound- 
That  makes  our  happiness  profound. 
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Winter:  The  Statue  of  Pomona 

Ferns  are  white  fur  now,  and  stub  her  feet. 

She  wears  frost  for  willingness 

And  soot-rimmed  eyes  for  grace  of  trying. 

Starlings  anoint  her,  oak-twigs  throw 
Uneasy  shadows  across  her  breasts 
As  if  the  sun  would  vitiate  the  crux 
Of  her  co-radiant  posture — and  not  fruits, 
Snow-balls  line  her  basket. 

Yet  she  knows  our  coming — knows, 
Though  dry  bowls  of  fountains  foil 
Her  indefatigable  path,  we  love 
By  dint  of  some  outiasting  nerve.  .  .  . 

And  we — who  smile  at  positive  mere  iron — 
We  know  her  fixed  indifference  to  cold 
Makes  our  living  touch  the  curve 
Of  waters  bearing  up  an  Ark.  O  happy  close 

To  summer's  loss!  Even  in  doubt 
Of  this  blithe  sandal  and  black  cheek, 
We  pluck  the  winter  like  a  proffered  rose: 
Regardlessness  is  the  summit  of  all  passion. 
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The  Jays 

Before  the  blinded  flutters  of  our  eyes 
Can  tell  the  jaybirds  break  winter  in  two, 
So  quickened  is  the  brightness 

Of  sun  and  snow  about  us 
That  we  who  are  often  lonely  often  use 

A  shimmer  for  repose. 

For  though  we  hear  their  bluer  quartz 

Spoke  light  like  a  shout 
Exultant  through  our  waste  of  hearts, 
To  be,  bird-loose,  stretched  out 

Beside  you  is  enough 

To  make  love  love:  we  lie 
Like  snow-banks  on  our  warmth — 

As  careless  of  those  axis-creaks  of  May 

As  half-turned  hills  of  sun 
That  roll  back  toward  your  whiteness, 

In  itself,  halcyon. 
Performed  before  us  is  our  quietness 

Until  we  know  if  death  or  love  we  share 
But  only  as  our  drifted  moments  vie 
With  local  centuries  that  passed  by 
And  brought  no  jay  upon  the  sill, 

As  this  hour  will, 
To  look  at  you,  sidewise,  as  we  at  him 

With  all  our  power: 
For  where  we  live  who  are  most  used  to  die 
Nothing  changes  but  the  flight  of  birds. 
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January  Song 

The  birch  in  the  lane,  the  cloud  in  its  height, 
And  all  roads  around  us  are  plaited  with  white, 
Plaited  are  mill-stream  and  maelstrom  at  halt — 
But  springtime  slumbers  in  snow,  half-kindled, 
Though  Dorinda  still  wears  her  hair  pinned  tight. 

This  morning  we  woke  as  to  dream's  second  sight 
When  snow-sparkling  willows  were  boding  how  bright 
The  mallows  are  beaded  when  ponds  run  to  malt — 
And  now  the  moon  as  by  red  leaves  Hindered 
Has  strown  her  door-yard  with  curls  of  pink  light. 

She  wakes  with  a  start,  she  feels  the  frost  bite, 
But  mouth-harps  and  jews-harps  sweeten  her  fright 
Until  her  heart  breaks  that  ice  still  shows  no  fault — 
Oh  come,  all  you  lovers,  round  out  the  shindig, 
Bell  her  like  frogs  on  this  frigging  cold  night. 

Her  hair  on  her  shoulders  will  pour  its  full  might, 
She'll  blaze  like  a  pond  amid  winter's  blight — 
And  over  the  snow-drifts  our  shouts  will  exalt 
Each  ripple  and  swirl  that  shows  from  her  window 
Shameless  she'll  drown  of  a  mid-summer  plight. 
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The  Woodchopping  Milkmaid 


Chops  off  her  hands  almost,  but  the  wood 
Lies  still — haw,  haw — see  her  flinch  and  whack: 
Old  widow  red  as  a  bride  in  all  this  white 

Kindliness  her  churning  never  filters. 
For  with  no  daisy  out 

but  frost 
As  she  dishevels  zero  with  an  axe,  and 
Curds  of  her  breath  fly  up  so  crack-a-jig, 
Death  is  no  rarer  than  a  day  in  June. 


Some  rifle  ought  to  pick  her  off  and  just 
So  a  gold  shot  heard  in  town  turned  brown 
Could  gray  out,  hills  away — 
Somersault  and  all — to  final  crystal. 

Trouble  is — she  doesn't  know  from  a  polka 
What  scrubs  our  eyes  like  snow. 
If  these  least  days  in  Winter's  balances 
Send  her  reeling  like  a  seventh  beer, 
Handing  a  hag  so  rosy  any  more  terror 
Just  might  keep  her  our  milkmaid  for  years. 
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The  Move  to  the  Poor-House 

Undressing  by  tiresome  stages  under  the  cracks 
That  stand  out  black  around  the  ceiling-light, 
She  longs  for  death;  her  old  hands  flap  like  lace; 
But  light  falls  dry.  And  when,  momentarily  modest, 
She  looks  up  at  that  diseaseless  spark,  she  loves 
Its  frankness.  Glinting,  her  fascinated  oldness 
May  become  timid,  pull  curtains  over  unwashed 
Windows  that  glaze  like  gold.  Her  mind,  though,  stops 
Its  sneaking  about — as  it  has  until  now.  Let  down 
A  quarter-hour  on  a  John,  she  slowly  knows 
The  comfort  of  incandescence:  how  no  leaf  grieves 
In  any  room  for  the  tramped-out  linoleum  roses 
And  how — through  hallways  of  motionless  evenings — 
Her  toilet  too  will  waste  like  a  laugh  in  church. 
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The  Race  to  Stand  Still 

News-blind  from  the  flash  of  my  great-aunt's  death 
But  limber  for  my  Sunday-sized  boyhood, 
I  swung  on  for  a  week,  then  went  to  look. 
Got  lost,  though,  knee-deep  in  the  pasture,  next, 
Where  snails  were  charivari  so  slow  it  was 
Among  the  tway-blades. 

A  thousand  years — oldish,  but  slow  in  school — 

I  kept  my  running  scratched. 

Then,  one  attic  hour  of  ancient  groaning, 

There  rounded  the  curve  again 

And  won  again,  unmoved,  her  wisps  of  dress 

That  studied  the  rafters  as  I  played  over,  hot, 

The  blues  collection  of  my  fortunate  youth. 

And  even  now  what  else  can  my  wisdom  do 

— Remembering  the  days  of  sitting  barefoot 

With  her  proud-withered  look  harriedly  gazing 

From  soda-fountain  mirrors  at  shiftless  me, 

Who  once  was  a  child  and  even  so  lackadaisical 

She  called  me  Speed — 

But  wig-wag  past  the  post  her  weight  of  earth, 

The  wonder  of  the  course,  unwondering  and  go  home? 

There's  not  a  day,  not  an  hour,  but  I  lose. 


32 


Ill 


Death  and  the  Maiden 

Validly  talking  of  lethal  pills 
But  looking  so  honestly  at  trees 
And  bay-side  parasols,  far  away, 
That  one  could  take  her  on  his  knees, 
She  lies — with  every  hurt  confessed — 
Silent  upon  a  magnanimous  rack: 
Dying  to  have  one  stay,  she  lives 
Too  largely  now  to  hold  one  back. 

Is  not  civility  enough 
The  sun  above  her  pallor  climbed? 
She  ought  to  storm  the  Golden  Rule 
Though  centuries  warn  her  to  be  kind. 
But  she,  who  fled  when  she  was  well 
From  other  bedsides  deep  in  flowers, 
Has  grown  so  decent,  nearly  still, 
She  glimmers  at  her  sorrowers. 

Think  of  her  fidgets,  swift  good-byes — 
Or,  through  a  door-way,  the  grimace 
She  couldn't  help  if  mirrors  showed 
And  the  sick  saw  on  her  face 
Turned  into  a  parting  laugh: 
Heavens,  what  ironies  must  not  cross 
Her  mind  when  faithful  lovers  come 
And  prick  her  now  with  bills  and  coos! 

— Bonily  gripping  a  blushing  hand — 
Sometimes,  looking  around,  she  smiles 
At  how  the  scrambled  snowfield  clears 
And  so  more  terribly  consoles. 
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Sky-Light 

Brooms  overhead  have  banned 
The  nebulous  dark  of  snows; 
A  winter's  day  overflows 
My  wisecracks,  my  washstand. 

Birds  that  would  never  dare 
To  perch  in  the  mock  air 
Of  a  stereopticon  slide 
Look  down  as  if  to  prove 
Some  value  may  be  there, 

But  nothing  that's  onyx  or  opal, 
Nothing  that  cares  for  people 
Descends  where  I  am  forgot — 
Only  the  rim  of  the  naught. 

My  head  stretching  for  flight 

Bumps  on  every  side 

The  room  of  my  stage-fright 

Whose  ceiling  continues  to  yawn; 

I  fly  in  a  snide  light 

That  soon  will  break  my  bones. 
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This  Hermit  Look 

That  squats  in  the  middle  of  roads 
Or  wretchedly  stretches,  waiting, 
Lying  bare,  house  by  house, 
Where  scabby  yards  hold  frost — 
For  what  can  we  hope  on  earth 
When  earth's  own  hope  is  shamed? 
Though  footprints  pick  along 

Where  backyard  pumps  are  mired, 

Every  morning  intrudes 

On  only  more  loneliness.  Take 

Any  trampled  pool 

We  know  of  in  vacant  lots: 

How  winter  welled  with  meetings 

Stands  out  now  as  errant 

As  any  easy-out 
Alongside  a  mansion — have 
We,  too,  hurried  the  gate-post? 
Is  it  shame  that  sweetens 
So  horribly  now  our  love? 
A  despair  no  living  nears 
Outlasts  all  our  short-cuts 

And  tells  us  oh  to  beware 
Fixed  emotions  in  small  rooms 
Unless  we  absolutely 
Want  the  feel  of  next  month's 
Never-to-be-crumpled  sunlight — 
That  snuggles  in  unbelievable 
Dug-outs  now,  bedeviled. 
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The  Lady  and  the  Gopher 

Once  as  we  waited  through  the  rains  for  spring, 
There  burst  in  broadside  on  our  bantering 
With  seven  oaths  unreeled  like  a  diploma 
And  knees  and  elbows  cadging  every  customer 
— For  up  her  legs  our  silence  meant  amen — 
A  plumb-tired-out  suddenly-slumping  woman. 
The  final  love  is  to  love  regardlessness. 

And  hearing  her  give  a  laugh  from  some  back-booth 
For  not  knowing  whether  to  stay  or  to  shove  off, 
I  was  reminded  how  once  a  straddled  gopher 
Ripped  and  dug  at  paving  as  wheels  went  over 
And,  in  the  rearview,  nursing  his  bleeding  paws, 
Sat  up  numbly  wondering  what  the  joke  was. 
One  comes  sometimes  to  such  regardlessness. 

But  no — she  seemed  to  know  that  she  was  stumped. 
Because  as  soon  as  her  two  hands  had  frumped 
Back  to  size  that  miserable  blast  of  henna 
That  held  some  haunt  of  rose  among  its  many, 
She  made  it  clear  again — man's  happiest  estate 
Is  having  what  it  takes  to  be  deliberate. 
Past  all  I  love,  I  love  regardlessness. 
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The  Banging  Boards 

Hoped  a  blues  was  playing 
In  the  rattled  weeds  of  noon; 
But  the  tipple  of  that  old  mine, 
Boards,  half-boards,  graying, 
Creaked  and  corrected  the  tune 
Of  the  wind's  whine, 

Shattered  my  doubtful  silence 
And  bade  my  knees  unhinge 
With  a  rapid-beat  dangling  rave 
That  bet  my  boots  their  eyelets 
The  best  jig  known  begins 
In  Echo's  grave. 

And,  urged  by  such  fandangos, 
My  heart,  too,  found  a  measure 
At  odds  with  that  dying  place — 
Past  even  the  hoarse  bonanza 
Of  Ruin's  inventive  gusher 
Quickened  its  pace 

Until,  though  ragtime  led  me  there 
And  ragtime  was  my  spurning, 
Past  all  the  torments  of  my  will 
The  laughter-crowned  despair 
Those  ragtime  boards  kept  turning 
Regaled  me  still. 

Louder,  louder,  the  thistles! 
But  when  those  tall  up-ended 
Slap-sticks  rilled  their  mirth, 
Down  trembling  six-by-sixes 
Enough  of  death  surrendered 
To  square  this  earth. 
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Covenant 

Though  pity  at  the  heart  of  India 
Is  whirled  to  ashes  on  this  wind — 

Let  it  be  known:  flame  heals 

With  its  black  clutch, 

Nor  are  we  native  to 

The  sophistry  of  any  lighter  touch, 

Whose  window-shopping  eve 

Grew  whole 

In  the  siren's  queue. 

For  the  mouse-match  quiet 
That  became  immediate  Rajah 
Whispered  to  us — the  moon, 
Your  difficulties,  all  are  One. 

Since  when,  vastly  pledged, 

We  cannot  single  out 

— From  the  forty  thousand  brick 

We  walk  around — any  strict 

Sump  of  bemusement  which  is  death. 

Oh,  to  have  taken  tea  by  that  light! 

Or  really  to  have  set  a  party  going 

When  the  telephone  poles  wriggled  like  palms 

And  above  our  behovely  trembling 

The  god  was  exposed. 
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Aubade:  The  Desert 

Dunes  are  graying  that  were  blackest; 
Truckers  catching  a  quick  breakfast 
Where  the  all-night  pinks  the  cactus 

Think  the  morning  looks  okay; 
But  these  couples  who  awaken 
Perched  above  their  eggs  and  bacon 
Eye  with  arid  eyes  the  sacred 

Languors  of  beginning  day. 

Now  their  linking  turns  astringent; 
Though  a  kiss  would  seem  convincing 
And  beholden  to  some  clinching 

Moment  of  their  happy  play, 
All  their  wooing  of  love's  magic 
Breaks  like  a  mirage — so  fragile 
Is  their  nearest  simulacrum, 

The  black  art  of  being  gay. 

Even  whispers  are  too  risky; 
Through  a  desert  streaked  with  mystic 
Splendors  of  the  dawn  will  whisk  off 

Lovers  with  no  more  to  say; 
Yet  what  roadman  but  feels  richer 
As  he  stakes  out  wonder-stricken 
Claims  on  sweetness  through  these  kitchen 

Odors  and  the  stink  backway? 
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The  Squaw 

But  she — 

That  mere  lump 

Who  waited  and  never  crumbled 

While  faces  flickered  at  windows — how 

Was  she  possessed?  In  what 

Felled  land? — that  log-end 

On  whom  were  laid 

Cruelly  the  white  woman's  cookies. 

For  the  sun  went  round  the  house,  color  of  hay, 

Color  of  stone,  on  its  slow  moccasin, 

Window-aproned,  secret.  All  day  three  braves  kept 

My  grandmothers  fright  in  the  oven. 

But  she,  that  other,  squatted 

Where  cobs  lay  thrown  at  the  barn-side: 

Stolid,  she  waited, 

Staring  at  glass  and  sash,  for  sun  to  darken. 

The  crumbs  left?  What  my  grandmother  feared, 
Floured,  patted — bakes  slowly  brown, 
The  shape  of  a  woman,  heavy  beyond  legend. 
How  she  handed  out  tobacco,  young  and  trembling, 
Becomes — past  the  forest  of  my  childhood — 
Evil  beaten  on  a  silent  drum. 
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The  Moonlight 

Anyone  can  see  through  your  rag-picking.  The  heavy 
Empty  valise  that  should  only  lightly  bump  your  legs 
Still  weighs  of  your  wishfulness.  And  when  one  asks 
What  is  more  precious  than  this  acanthus  leaf  curled 
About  the  world,  your  eyes  glow  unspecified  burnings. 

Evenings!  But  you  leave  unfinished  the  teeming  gesture, 
The  random  walk  to  your  baptism.  Somewhere  among  those 
Lace-dim  swirls  on  the  air  you  would  approach  the  vagrant 
And,  if  fully  dressed  to  the  last  cupid's  bow  of  desire, 
The  spurned,  the  shiftless  and  the  blue— whom  your  night 

Pities.  Still,  you  do  sort  well,  by  day,  your  patterns 
Of  spangled  ormolu,  your  complications  of  worship 
Publicly  woven  into  silken  cloths.  Perhaps  if  one  knows 
Lattices  to  moonlight,  the  way  through  hardly  matters — 
The  presumptuous  deed  proud  among  fleeing  clouds. 
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The  Picnic  of  Othello 

Willows  rushing  over,  wind-fed,  whispered 

All  the  time  to  us  a  spiral  savor. 

Ripe  olives  looked  ingenuous,  then  it  rained — 

And,  by  a  book  undone,  far  from  committed 

To  any  votive  supper  not  for  damask, 

We  found  our  places  at  that  groaning  table 

Nor  hesitated  that  we  starved  of  plenty. 

For  though  we  knew  how  the  Anthropaphagi 

Had  cowered  when  hymns  were  vain,  still  not  to  save 

Ourselves  could  we  resist  one  taste  of  fear; 

And  when,  with  a  slash,  Venice,  a  just  dessert, 

Was  heaped  before  us,  we  risked  again,  erect — 

A  cherry  cloud,  a  grape-exploding  hill, 

So  stripped  the  watchful  blindness  from  our  flesh. 

And  found  that,  flash  by  flash,  such  bait  is  taken 
As  merrily  as  most.  Humbled  and  ashamed, 
Our  heads  beneath  our  shoulders,  if  at  first 
We  ground  away  merely  to  down  the  bitter — 
Soon  growing  avid  for  that  light  of  love 
That  feted  and  re-feted  our  loss  of  suppliance, 
At  last  we  almost  cringed  we  dined  so  proud. 
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IV 


The  Sun  of  Poetry 

For  M.  A. 

The  kind  of  fire  into  which  one  puts  one's  hands 

And  feels  the  delightful  spank — 
O  satisfaction  stranger  than  the  East!— 

Of  substances  never  as  true  as  metaphor  is, 

It's  not  to  kick  him  up  laurel-wreaths  of  dust 
That  sun-cold  Heauton  Timoroumenos  dances, 

But  that  the  world  so  whirls  round  his  heel-bones 
Though  lesser  suns  whirl  it,  too, 
Some  careless  whit. 
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The  Donor  of  the  Library 

There  were  enough  wheels  in  the  world, 

But  an  old  man  and  a  young  boy 

Are  making  one  more  across  these  tables; 

In  a  contest  of  re-arranging 

The  letters  of  a  word  have  turned  and  turned 

Its  ends  to  opposite  distances 

Of  concentration;  and — needing  only 
The  portrait  of  the  donor  of  the  library 
To  give  their  gestures  hub 
And  turn  us  all  from  unaccording  stances 
To  everlasting  spring  on  the  embankment  lawn- 
Have  buckled  those  ends  so  well 

Right  beneath  her  "pitcher" 

That  ever  the  mistress  of  the  peculiar  bent 

— A  pile  of  gentian  hair,  crossed  legs, 

Necklace,  and  pearl-spiced  skirt — 

She  rides  forth  now  in  the  national  pursuit, 

Pre-rubber-tired  in  era, 

Of  seeing  that  no  sign  of  quiet  frays 

The  thousand  aspects  of  a  single  word. 
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For  the  Queen  of  Franklin  High 

Blue-cold  in  a  mere  strip  of  gauze  she  rode, 
But,  rounding  her  corners  out,  far  out,  she  waved 
And  shivered  to  me  a  smile  that  helped  me  resist 
The  cloud-like  hush  and  gravity  of  the  next 
And  next  and  next  and  next  and  next  convertible 
When  grimly  our  rough-housers,  bogus  in  blankets, 
Rolled  by  as  if  already  Winter  had  won. 

For  with  a  laugh — though  darkness  fell  upon  me 
To  see  their  sinister  and  scornful  looks — 
Slowly  I  street-fought  back  the  invincible  years 
Till  there,  among  horns  and  pigeons,  hurrah!  I  raised 
Poor  Richard's  theme  over  all  my  anathemas — 
Love  your  Enemies,  they  show  you  your  Faults 
— And  stood  even  that  Passion  to  give  her  Praise. 


A  Christmas  in  November 


Now  that  the  bottom  of  winter  seals  out  mice 
And  no  star  out-of-doors  can  mark  a  birth 

— But  quicker  than  any  snow  once  more  a  wasp 
Flies  at  us  until  flying  proves  his  right 

To  eat  us  in  these  rooms  like  anemones — 
We  view  with  wonder  all  our  savage  doubts. 

If  every  year's  last  wasp  can  overlook  them, 
Aren't  they  like  the  vase  of  dried  milkweeds 

This  wasp,  too,  spurns  and  circles?  The  question  whirls 
Until  our  faces  spin  as  toward  a  spring 

Studied  from  ten  winters  and  every  wasp 
Come  close  enough  for  us  to  have  to  dodge. 
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Too  little  mistaken  to  know  the  timeless  true, 
Ten  years  we  held  fast  to  our  set  belief: 

"The  Holy  Star  is  dead  among  fixed  stars 

That  fix  our  dates — and  Time  will  never  change!' 

But  now  a  passionate  reproof  is  given 

As  a  wasp  over  the  flowered  carpet  weaves 

His  fleet  criss-cross  of  indeterminations 

And,  risen  from  the  twenty-fourth  of  November, 
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Hangs  above  our  heads  and  keeps  his  feet 
Carefully  in  the  incapable  air  of  preliminaries: 

Let  no  faith  die  on  the  twenty-fifth  of  December- 
To  live  is  always  to  improvise  from  death. 
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The  Sparrows  on  Christmas  Morning 

For  Paul  and  Lisel 

Dark  lightnings  and  loud  winds  and  rainy  spells 
Running  before  the  Star  have  whipped  the  terrace 
So  grievously  that  now  when  Light  least  spills, 
Sparrows  perch  their  thin  betrayed  posteriors 
Out  of  the  snow  and  sing  as  to  our  God 
His  birth  again — though  their  poor  beaks  must  burn 
As  from  the  Cup  through  this  cold  period: 
They  show  what  human  children  have  to  learn. 

Come  let  us  praise  our  Sun  as  safe  and  fast! 
— Though  even  penurious  and  frozen-faced 
May  seem  our  carols  beside  this  widow's  mite, 
These  god-sped  alleluias  where  sparrows  meet 
The  winds  of  winter  shaped  to  be  their  Rood 
And  sing  as  if  they  never  had  it  so  good. 
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The  Heart  on  the  Sand 

This  mound  the  sea-side  lifts  of  growing  red, 
This  tender  burning,  at  noon  still  undrowned, 
This  tedious  courage,  spent  but  not  yet  dead, 
Fears  nothing  much  (except  the  man  there  downed). 

For,  screeched  over  by  daughters,  this  boiled  owl's 
Itching  feet  will  peck  themselves  like  doves; 
Even  his  sex,  teased  by  their  mothering  trowels, 
Accepts  the  walled-in  Eden  of  their  loves. 

And  as  he  grows  (a  sleeve  of  sand)  unserved, 
It  seems  the  heart  that  swallowed  up  the  man 
Lay  huge  on  the  sea-level  that  Adam  delved 
And  crowned  the  flat  horizon  that  Eve  span. 
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The  Bottom  of  the  Stream 

Because  a  crack  in  a  shack  let  me  see  only 
Bounce  after  bounce  of  a  ball  to  be  retrieved 
Over  and  over  fetched  no  blow  from  her  patience 

Who  laughed  each  time  she  got  up  or  again  sat  down 
To  the  pan  of  peelings  that  rode  the  waves  of  her  love 
As  over  and  over  she  rose  or  stooped  unseen, 

Her  shadow  has  followed  my  eyes  like  a  diving  bird 
Across  Missouri  and  Kansas  and  half  of  Texas. 

For  down  and  down  and  down  where  fathoms  of  care 
Drown  her  deeper  than  creosote  or  Sanskrit 
Sinks  the  most  submissive  road-making  man 

And  she  mixes  mud  and  mind  to  as  quietly  much 

As  the  stillest  cold  of  brilliance  and  ability 

Yet  easy  and  wise  in  her  mystery  as  the  anhinga, 

Still  she  bobs  and  she  bobs— ever  at  middle  ends — 
As  far  as  my  eyes  have  fled  in  Santa  Fe  cars. 
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Poem  for  the  Beat  Generation 
of  Jasper  County,  Iowa 

For  though  all  harvest  frenzy  ceases 

Distinctly  among  small  pigeons 

On  the  silo,  right  there's  when  we  laugh 

And  turn  back  to  the  grain 

That  goes  on — we  with  it — till  we're  lost. 

And  there  are  pansies,  too,  for  buffers — even 

Pansies  in  white-washed  tires 

If  no  time  for  else — 

When  the  sheaves  and  bales  accomplished 

By  day's  end  only  grieve 

Our  mounting  joy  and  terror. 

— And  little  squashes  laid  along  a  bench 
To  show  how  dear  though  thrown  away. 

So  then,  over  fences, 

If  feats  of  resting  swing 

A  squirrel's  leap  nearer  and  away  again — 

That's  all  right  with  us  who  advertise 

No  windmills  can  toll 

Their  purple  cools,  or  white, 

As  far  as  we  sweat 

Ropes.  .  .  . 

Motions  of  supper.  Too  beat  to  talk, 
Sore  of  garden-rows  that  rib  our  dusk, 
Still  we  trade  the  summer  laugh  for  laugh, 
By  porch-light  trimming  grass 
From  white-washed  moons — 

Even  laugh  ourselves  to  sleep  that  pansies  weep 
O  madmen,  be  consulted  where  you  crawl.  .  .  . 
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February's  House 

It's  like  a  laugh.  Before  spring's  misdemeanor 
Brings  inside  the  vaguest  trash  of  windows, 
Dim  bowls  on  the  sideboard,  planet-struck, 
Denounce  the  maintained  room 
With  freaks  and  flashes — and  for  our  famine 
The  table  sets  forth  sky  beside  the  loaf. 

These  past  twelve  days — without  a  glance  of  sun — 
We've  scarce  known  how  to  maze  a  gaiety 
That's  neither  Christmas  star  nor  Easter  dawn 
But  some  light  in  between  poking  its  fun 
Till  now  the  lunges  of  our  thoughts  wear  out 
In  dungeons  darker  for  their  lustrous  floors. 

With  shelves  and  panels,  every  rail  and  rocker, 
Swigging  and  swagging  a  continual  viva, 
When  even  the  gruffest  wall,  estranged  from  us, 
Rises  like  the  derring-do  of  a  psalm 
Above  the  impoverished  idiom  of  our  tears, 
Perhaps  one  feels  his  heaviest  lack  of  faith. 

For  in  this  month  when  gates  lift  up  their  heads, 
Every  room  is  a  welkin  of  David's  song 
And  challenges  us  to  glory,  with  equal  glint, 
In  all  the  old  lumber  that  weighs  us  down 
And  all  the  mythic  rubble  that  stops  Christ's  way 
Save  merriment  make  beautiful  our  feet. 
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Joy 

For  G.  H. 

This  is  a  night  for  thundering.  A  good  night 
This  for  thundering.  But  with  a  hand 
Of  wind-swept  sparrows  safe  at  five  o'clock, 
Sales-girls  shoving  it  gladly — nobody  boss  now, 

Neither  do  I  mind,  nor  want  to  complain 
If  these  heavens  without  a  volley  blindly  sag 
As  seamed  as  my  work.  For  though 
By  snips  and  dwindles  not  a  thing 

Will  happen  for  an  hour,  or  until 
The  pop-corn  wagon  lights  up,  at  least 
The  birds  take  over  the  Square.  Whatever 
Is  wrong  with  the  City  of  Light, 

They  don't  show  it.  Pigeons 
Foot-pad  my  steps;  swallows,  night-jars — all 
Come  back  now  where  they  left  my  noons  black  tide. 
And  as  for  me — who  simmered  gavottes  all  day 

On  a  tight-curled  abdomen,  drinking  the  long  heat  neat 
From  tin  unquiet  bayous,  dragging  slow  pots — 
The  rain  comes  just  in  time,  just  late  enough 
So  the  roof -wet  shining  a  mirror  makes  me  think 

To  proof  a  flashing,  or  two,  a  little  more 

Now  I  climb  down  the  chimney-stack. 

For  though  it's  no  State  of  Joy 

For  that  wearying  monarch 

On  the  other  side  of  the  mirror 

Who  burns  for  his  onmarch 

Still  more  if  a  sky  as  wearying 

Fails  to  put  out  my  loyal  scuttling 

Who  darkly  tend  the  State  by  fixing  roofs, 
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I'm  glad  to  do  it.  Nothing  is  more  particular. 

Nor  do  I  think  by  taking  pains  I  lose — 

Hung  over  a  delivered  city  where,  drizzle  or  no, 

Everybody's  tried  lock  suddenly  turns,  or 
Whatever  I  miss  a  little  patience  equals.  I  wonder 
Sometimes — with  children,  at  mid-day,  calling 
Look  look  up  at  Mister  Honeypenny, 

King  Crab,  landlord  crab,  old  fool — 

When  strangely  in  the  last  blue  blaze  of  indifference 

I  realize  it's  best  to  be  absently  mindful, 

If  I  don't  make  out  even  happier  than  I  pretend. 

Arms  that  grope  from  copings  and  retreat 
Are  all  that  anchor  sunlight  to  the  street 
I  ought  to  call  back;  but  always — like  this  noon 
Merely  the  starlight  quiver  of  black  paint 

Held  me  down  to  ordinary  sighs — 

I  seem  regardless  of  even  my  orneriness 

In  harping  on  perfections  so  fine  they  could  tire 

Heaven  itself!  O  rustless,  diviner  air 

Where  flight  is  application's  steadily  docile  rut 
Of  pluckily  being  an  imponderable  Void! 
Painting  what  not  anyone  may  see, 
I  can  predict  right  now  tomorrow's  tar-mop 

Will  clasp  me  tight  though  Heaven  hang  unstrung; 
Or  though,  ledged  on  a  whale-back,  in  sun-flood 
And  thrifty  torment,  late,  very  ticklish, 
If  I  could  asp  those  far  suburbs  to  sleep 

With  aerial  motions — 

And  the  City  of  Light 
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So  much  offends  me,  too,  with  its  Beat, 
Sun,  beat!  His  pains  are  smug  and  sweet — 

God  knows  in  justice  I  ought  to  loosen  my  fingers! 

But  now  it's  different:  why? 
I'm  sick  of  even  these  birds;  yet  where  can  I  fly? 
My  upside-down  reflection  so  nearly  wells 

Back  into  me  each  drained-out  move  I  make 
That— drenched  as  a  scarab,  drying  now  with  the  sun 
That  soaked  me  gone — I  want  only  to  call 
Over  the  hills  after  his  majesty 

Come  back  come  back  tomorrow  if  you  can — 
Not  even  certain  of  his  lofty  rights! 
How  can  I  be?  My  eyes  hang  down  on  blinkless 
Stems  of  toil:  my  brush  antennaes 

But  uncomprehends  the  sky.  This  brush,  here. 
Look  how  it  lies  on  clouds  at  my  feet — how  could 
It  ever  work  so  well? — when  birds  themselves 
Barely  find  enough  joy  to  embalm  the  world! 

These  few  tumbling  now,  inside  the  storm, 

Over  and  over  the  dark  spate  of  my  delta 

— As  soon  my  thumbs  behind  the  salt-cellar — 

I  think  they  like  the  store-fronts  smeared  with  rain. 
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The  dimmest  allowance  one  bows  to  needful  rooms 
Lends  to  hands  a  brightening  andantino. 

— FAMILY   LIFE 


The  Outrage  of  the  Shining  Hands 


Not  that  we  ever  cared  too  much  for  the 
wrong-side  of  listening  nasturtiums  but- 

With  not  a  glimmer  left  to  hide  or  show, 
Pressed  for  some  lucidity,  he  tries  hard 
To  play  it  smart  now.  "It's  the  left  undone 
That  frets  one — rather  than  hands  that  shine 
Even  when  one  takes  them  lightly  enough." 

But  if  he's  sane  enough  to  shame  his  madness, 
We  can't  too  reasonably  give  up  our  doubts: 
As  usual — who  knows  why? — our  smiles  pretend 
That  we  know  more  than  anyone  about  love! 

No  use,  though.  One  more  shrug,  and  off  he  goes, 
Chagrined  that  his  long-smothered  fires  still  burn 
So  high  for  us.  "Sympathy,  patience,  hope — 
Why  the  hell  can't  you  just  say  common  sense?" 

Yet  even  that  unkindly  glower  leaves  us 
Unsure  that  he  remembers  how  once  he  smashed 
Windows  and  broke  urns  and  stormed  the  house 
Before  he  blandished  back  and  blacked  the  stove. 
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With  his  problem  too  far-off  to  be  ratified 
— as  disappears  to  only  the  slyest  eye- 
up  and  down  streets  by  newts  and  kinds 
of  malignant  rhododendrons — 

Blazes,  half-blazes,  that  from  the  bright-begotten 
Shambles  of  dead  years  again  burst  forth 
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— Whether  to  blast  the  last  outrage  of  silence 
Or  bless  the  leap  of  shadows  at  our  knees — 
What's  to  his  discredit  but  our  wonder? 

For  if  we  agree  his  hands  "surprisingly  gleamed" 

Merely  from  the  weariest  likelihood 

That  over  fields  and  down  miasmic  walls, 

Night  after  night,  head-lights  swerved  and  flashed — 

Even  the  last  trucker  gets  to  bed. 

And  when  the  creak  of  the  house,  itself  quite  bad, 
Was  lost  among  low  uvulars  of  pain 
And,  heedless,  scrupulous,  he  still  sat  on 
— As  through  all  that  coming  ice-age  of  bed  and  chair- 
Deriding  stars,  but  shining  lenitive  tropics, 
Wasn't  his  borealis  more  than  likely 
A  swamp-glow — from  the  bogged  hours  of  disease? 
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And  since  well  surely  come  to  summer — 
it's  no  good,  but  it's  fragrant — 
half-hyssoped  anyway — 

Or  had  he  a  cross-fire  crotchet,  madder  still 
Than  the  mad  fire  of  kindness  which  his  hands 
So  duly  and  relentlessly  kept  glowing? 

Mightn't  the  giving  of  pills  and  turning  of  pillows 
Force  the  very  brunt  of  its  phosphorescence 
Into  a  livery  cheat  of  such  dull  games? 

Not  that  any  quickening  daze  of  indifference 
Scratched  up  off-hand  ever  fooled  for  long 
Those  daft  authentic  perpetrants  of  light — 
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Yet,  nightly,  what  persistent  if  illusory 

Gleams  of  "some  way  out"  must  not  have  sparked 

His  brave  one-handed  bouts  of  tick-tack-toe! 

And,  fire  for  fire,  what  splendors  he  must  have  smiled 

To  see  such  helion  hopes  surpass  defeat 

By  burning  for  justice  only,  in  the  dark  hours, 

When  virtue,  though  no  anathema,  appalls 

The  man  who  counts  his  losses — and  keeps  beaming. 
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Naturally  we  want  to  testify  up  and  down 
to  his  too-human  flutter  of  mignonettes 
on  the  scutcheons  of  blood  and  winter — 

Yet  who  knows  what  goes  on  at  summer's  brink? 
Was  he — like  those  trapped  and  mossy  pools 
That  almost  shine  with  their  intelligence 
When  storm-clouds  tower  a  look  as  green  as  theirs — 

Was  he  never  more  than  to  almost  know 
The  trouble  with  long  vigilling  is  less 
Any  heartless  so-called  light  one  makes  of  it 
Than  the  vulnerable  feeling,  even  asleep, 
Of  welling  forth  an  inviolable  blaze? 

Or  maybe  there's  a  storm  that  never  arrives 
Except  where  mosses — when  the  returned  sun  drabs 
Scarlet  all  else,  as  empty  June's  last  fires 
Take  down  those  over-towered  presentiments — 

Still  wave  and  blink  away  that  fact,  and  dream 
With  the  thick  stare  of  angels  looking  out 
From  burnished  jails  a  sumptuous  flush  of  green: 
Unconquered  but  twice-damned — left  to  come  true. 
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Because  whatever  he  planned  to  get  to 

he  was  beyond  it — 
and  as  full  of  oak-leaves  as  a  front-yard 
tire  of  sweet  alyssum  and  sour 
petunias — 

For  there  for  years  and  a  hundred  times  a  minute 
Hadn't  he  been  giving  up  the  ghost 
— Learning  ever  to  twinkle  of  the  foul  deed 
With  snow's  impartial  tarnish  of  larkspur  light — 

Before  his  suddenly  brilliant  goggling  asked 
Unwarily  the  ungloating  question: 
Would  fool's  play  with  the  Ever-Shining  Light 
Not  drive  him  mad — already  so  light-touched? 

Or  was  the  earliest  shiver  of  his  distress 
When  first  some  poor  old  twist  came  over  ice 
— Cape  caught  up  inside  with  difficult  fingers 
Trailing  a  secrecy  wind-warm  with  flour? 

Did  he  wince  and  close  his  eyes  from  guessing? 
But  shudder  at  what  was  hidden  in  the  open? 
Or  did  he  first  know  only  at  the  door? 

And  not  from  her  gift — an  apple  pie,  by  cracky! — 
Nor  her  choiring  chatter.  But  from  her  bow. 
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And  because 

— since  everybody  likes  roses 
and  nobody  humpfs  roses — 

everybody  likes  roses 
but  they  don't  like  larkspur  either — 
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How  quietly,  though,  on  any  winter  road 
When  the  snow  of  his  desperations  gets  so  fine 
Flying  past,  with  neither  weight  nor  port, 
A  man  will  see  his  own  life  isn't  the  point, 

Not  even  his  death.  Watching  his  sleeves  fill  up 
In  the  unspindling  darkness,  he  almost  grins, 
Clinging  to  a  crook  of  fence  that's  like  the  last 
Pretentious  smile  kept  up  between  heaven  and  earth. 

Why  should  he  care  if  coupling  stars  withdraw 
With  obvious  keen  pleasure  from — far  below — 
His  dedicated  step,  his  able  smile? 

Once  his  desperations  still  finer  sift 

Into  a  fiery  mist,  his  strange  dilated 

Hankering  to  be  forever  lantern 

Will  seem  in  turn  a  tinge,  a  low  addiction 

— All  faithful  people  know  they  are  quite  mad! — 

Beside  which  the  death  of  roses  is  noble  rust. 
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Or 

simpering, 

night  on  night,  through  jars  of  pickles, 
in  a  suspense  so  legible  and  fluent 

no  hesitation  gives  it  period — 

Rage  as  we  did  to  forage  field  and  bed 
Those  years  that  put  the  smoke  upon  the  walls, 
Which  of  us  longed  to  breast  his  daily  rounds, 
Or  tired  for  his  boastless  nights,  or  thought 
One  stuprate  day  to  cite  his  satisfactions? 

Yet,  snafued  with  a  beard  and  feeling  the  years 
Flee  him  like  women— oh,  till  each  as  a  nude 
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Apotheosis  of  running  fled  spanked  and  slapped — 
He  must  have  reached  commiserations,  too; 
And,  past  all  panic  at  jovial  tenderness, 
Have  come  to  laugh  a  surety  down  a  street 
Where,  cornered,  even  our  fury  had  drawn  back.  . 

— Animal-gods  who  mated  to  fend  off 
Our  slowly-gaining  strength  in  the  thinning  air, 
How  soon  like  him,  to  crown  our  opulent  reigns, 
We  found  our  proper  pediments  and  clung  bare: 

The  lords  of  all  earthly  comfort  and  use  of  wit. 
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But  rather  a  minimum  sensibile  so  pointless 
the  silence  of  a  petal  can  be  heard — 

and  where,  if  we  open  our  eyes, 
the  backs  of  heads  still  crowd  our  stealthy  boredom — 

Now  that  he  keeps  his  silence  like  a  park, 
We  wander  other  districts  as  resigned 
Where  other  windows  now  tease  us  to  guess 
How  they  can  wearily  flare,  night  upon  night, 
With  that  same  riddling  patience — yet  as  if 
Each  waited,  too,  a  whispered  word  to  ease 
The  unspeakable  outrage  of  doing  good. 

Yet  whether  we  proffer  two  or  fifty-two — 
"Grounds  for  tears  make  harvest  only  surer", 
"The  most  invalid  is  spring's  blossom  exactly" — 
Our  solace  fails.  Curtains  part!  But  always 

— And  with  the  same  gay  glance — each  derelict 
Philosopher  aroused  by  our  tremulous  watch 
Strikes  our  wanton  hopes  to  earth  again: 
As  through  the  vines  of  those  too-easy  speeches 
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What  should  be  wholly  good  smiles  down  at  us 
With  the  mild  face  of  utter  rascaldom. 


— yes,  just  on  account  of  that! 
— all  June  contorted  in  a  single  bell — 

Stayed  sometimes  by  summer — a  ring  of  ghosts 
Whose  awe  not  yet  releases  them  to  life — 
It's  strange  the  way  we  feel  our  hesitations 

Abstracting  from  the  green  and  grime  of  silence 
The  hanging  promise  of  the  unsullied  day 
We  wake  to,  slowly,  in  tavern,  office,  store! 

Because  there's  something  we  revive  to — even 

If  only  roses  nod  belief  and  image 

On  every  side  our  blood's  stray  genius  now. 

And  if  he  climbed  that  vigil  till  the  sky 
Webbed  his  legs'  isosceles,  if  he  waved 
His  memories  of  tomorrow  too  small  and  high, 
Our  perfect  guesses  come  back  fired  with  joy! 

— Though  summertimes  may  languish  thin  and  poor 
For  one  who  over  an  ache  a  distance  wide 
Still  moots  his  full  return:  Time's  martyr,  stuck 
Where  even  Zeno's  arrows  boomerang. 


All  of  us  wither  ed-in-a-days  do  want 

to  tip  our  petals — yes, 

tiU  the  hate  of  it 
hardly  matters — to  a  real  Thorn-Bush. 


Not  to  grant  for  a  moment  his  hands  gleamed — 
Whether  smoky  by  day,  or  fiery  by  night, 
Or  half  in  the  way  of  spirits  and  of  men — 
It's  hard  to  say  how  bright  he  was  or  wasn't. 

For  merely  to  stop  their  wretched  shining,  "Mad?" 
He  must  have  puzzled — "Why,  then  Love's  halo  fits 
Not  one  of  us!" — till,  often,  the  room  was  reeling 

And  only  their  false  fire  or  the  blaze  we've  seen 
— It  bites  into  the  bone  just  to  recall  it! — 
Or  both  together  in  pure  regardlessness 
Gave  back  those  walls  their  steady-seeming  look 

Of  being  set  up  for  a  mind  to  dare 
In  all  transparency.  "Yet  I'll  not  say 
That  madness  is  the  only  way  to  play  it!" 

— And  there  we  leave  him:  hardly  of  the  stars, 
Yet  ranging,  too,  among  those  brawny  side-lights 
And  radiant  brakes  that  each  dawn  wheel  away. 
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